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subdivided, it took the form of the Comptoir. One of the first was
the Comptoir Metallurgique de Longwy, formed in 1876 to stimulate
the sales of Minette pig iron, which served as a guide for the formation
of others. The Comptoirs were formed as limited companies under
a law of 1867 and had an entirely commercial capacity, selling the
products of the associated manufacturers.
The objects of the comptoirs included the standardization or
unification of types of product with a view to lowering prices and a
suppression of unnecessary expenditure on transport by serving
each client from the nearest works. The comptoirs claimed that
they stabilized prices and assisted in producing continuity of em-
ployment. The life of a comptoir was renewed every three years,
when the quantum allocated to each firm was revised. The com-
mercial director had to sell all the quanta; if more production was
wanted the director had to bring pressure to bear on the firms.
The iron and steel works could increase their capacity and demand
a larger quantum and the director endeavoured to increase con-
sumption as a method of lowering prices. The French comptoir
allowed more freedom and individuality than the American trust,
in which all firms were dominated and then absorbed, or the
German cartels, which allowed little liberty to their adherents.
For a product to be controlled by a comptoir it had to be simple
and identical from works to works, so that customers should not
have reason to show a preference for one or another make. Some
comptoirs dealt exclusively with the internal market, such as the
Comptoir de Longwy, Comptoir des Foutrelles and the Comptoir
des Aciers Thomas, Comptoir des Fontes Hematites, Comptoir
Siderurgique de France, Comptoir des Toles et Larges Plats. Others
dealt exclusively with export, such as the Comptoir d'Exportation
des Produits Metallurgiques, formed in 1904 for the export of rails,
girders and angles. It may be noted that in the next six years the
quantity of these products exported quintupled. It joined PEntente
Internationale in the same year, sharing with other countries
different export markets. Its quota was at first 5 per cent, but was
subsequently raised to 9 per cent.
Another export association was the Comptoir d'Exportation des
Fontes de Meurthe-et-Moselle, which sold all the cast iron made by
its adherents except that intended for transformation at their own
works. The comptoirs sold at a lower price abroad than at home,
though it was said to be done only when internal consumption fell
in order to make production more regular, and because products